The implementation of project-based approach among preschoolers: A collaborative action research project  by Rahman, Saemah et al.
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.087
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 284–288
WCES-2011
The implementation of project-based approach among preschoolers: 
a collaborative action research project 
Saemah Rahman a *, Ruhizan Mohd Yasin a, Siti Fatimah Mohd Yasin a
a Faculty of Education, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 43000Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia 
Abstract 
This paper discusses a collaborative action research project involving the researchers and six preschool teachers in the 
implementation of a new teaching method i.e. the project-based approach. It is found that the educators faced difficulty in 
understanding the philosophy behind the approach and therefore failed to implement them effectively. Two cycles of action 
research project were conducted to assist the teachers in the implementation of the approach. Data collection involved interview 
and participants’ reflections. At the end of the second cycle, the teachers showed higher confident level in implementing the 
approach and acknowledged the benefit of the approach to the learning process and children’s social and cognitive development.   
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Careful and thorough planning should be undertaken before any reforms is to be implemented. One important 
aspect in the execution of any innovation is  the skills and knowledge of human resources who are involved directly 
with these reforms. In early 2009, the early childhood education centre  in UKM (Tunas Permata) introduced a new 
method ie. project-based teaching method. This approach was chosen as it provides a natural and rich learning 
environment that gives children the opportunities to explore their world thus developing meaningful and effective 
learning (Katz, 2000). A series of workshops have been conducted to introduce the project-based teaching methods 
to teachers in Tunas Permata. However, it is found that the teachers showed a lack of confidence to implement the 
method effectively. These teachers have been exposed to the old methods that emphasize subject-based learning 
which is more structured. Therefore,  they faced difficulty in understanding the proposed project based approach  in  
their teaching. Thus, a collaborative action research project was designed to help them implement the proposed 
method.  
This paper discusses the use of collaborative action research project  to implement  project based methods  in 
Tunas Permata. The focus of this paper is to  discuss the use of the action research to help the teachers improve the  
implementation of project-based approach at Tunas Permata and how the methods of collaborative effort between 
the researchers and the teachers were  conducted to support the teacher’s professional development.   
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1.1 Curriculum development at the early childhood education in Tunas Permata, UKM 
The focus of education today is to provide students with the necessary skills to enable them to carry out an 
effective role when they began their journey to the world of work. Most employers today are concerned with generic 
skills that should be mastered such as communication skills, leadership and teamwork skills. Efforts to develop 
students generic skills  should start at the early stage. Katz (2000) noted the importance of teachers  to base their 
work on the assumption that "all children think and learn - from the start". Thus, the use of teaching approaches that 
can help children develop the skills needed should be initiated at the early stage.  
Tunas Permata is a centre for early childhood education managed by the Faculty of Education, Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia. As part of its curriculum development, the faculty has designed a plan of action to implement 
project-based approaches as supporting activities in children’s learning.  Project-based approach was introduced to 
teachers and was implemented at Tunas Permata for pre-school children aged between four to six years in January 
2009. In the proposed implementation, teachers are expected to integrate projects that can be carried out in their 
teaching and learning activities. Follow-up sessions were carried out to assess the extent to which they can 
implement the approach. 
1.2 Project-based approach 
Literature review suggests that project-based teaching method can be applied to all levels of education, from 
early childhood to tertiary level (Katz, 2000; Rinaldi, 2006). The use of this approach among pre-school children is 
said to meet the nature of children who love to explore and investigate.  Since more than 100 years ago, scholars in 
education stressed the importance of experience-based learning methods, giving students the opportunity to actively 
involve with the use of student-centered learning methods. The development of this approach began in the last 25 
years as a result of the evolution of learning theory that emphasizes the importance of activities and social 
interaction in the learning process. Learning theories and report of past studies suggested that students not only 
receive information but actively use what they know to construct meaning through exploration, interpretation, 
criticize and create (Woolfolk, 2008). These studies provide insight on how to help students develop a meaningful 
knowledge. Project based method adopt a constructivism approach that focuses on the process of deep learning 
through the inquiry method.  The child is preoccupied with issues and questions that are rich, alive and relevant to 
their daily life (Katz & Cesarone, 1994) thus providing stimulation for learning in a fun and interesting way. In this 
approach, learning is seen as a process of creative inquiry and the duties of teachers are not to give answers but to 
facilitate the learning process, listening, researching and learning, together with the children (Rinaldi, 2006).  
Projects can be triggered from anything that can be researched.  The idea may be initiated by teachers but the 
children are also given the role to decide what they want to know or what they want to investigate. In this approach, 
the process of documentation is one important aspect as it can be used as an effective tool to help children reflect on 
what they have gone through during the implementation of the projects (Katz & Cesarone, 1994 ). In general, it can 
be concluded that this approach is a learning approach that provides opportunities for children to learn by experience 
and to explore and investigate. The implementation of project based approach is expected to meet the needs of 
children who are full of curiosity and help them to form meaning through the learning environment that are fun and 
meaningful. It is concluded that the project based approach is a method that has long been recognized in terms of its 
benefits. However in terms of implementation it is still far behind. This collaborative action research project aims to 
promote the use of project based method among preschoolers at Tunas Permata.   
2. Methodology 
This study used a collaborative action research project involving a collaborative effort between a group of 
researchers (academicians)  with a group of practitioners (the teachers at Tunas Permata, UKM). Action research is 
a process that can be used by practitioners to improve their practices. In education, the use of action research aims to 
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investigate and manipulate the factors that are expected to increase the effectiveness of the educational process. It 
involves the process by which the teachers reflect on their teaching and learning process and the problems they face 
in their teaching activities. Collaborative action research is one form of action research that can be conducted to 
achieve this objective. When used by a group of teachers, action research can foster collaboration and enhance their 
shared commitment for improvement. 
In the context of this study, collaborative action research can be viewed as a process of exchanging information 
between academicians with the practitioners to promote the development of professional skills required. The 
functional forms of this action research is to improve knowledge and the skills of the practitioners. In the beginning 
of the project, a three-day training workshop was conducted to introduce the approach to the teachers. At the end of 
the workshop, the teachers were asked to come out with the plan of action to implement the method. This 
collaborative action research begins after six months of the implementation of the approach and aimed to help the 
teachers to overcome the problems they faced in order to improve the implementation of the project-based approach 
at Tunas Permata. 
2.1. The participants  
The participants of the study consist of three researchers at the faculty of education and six teachers teaching 
four, five and six years old children at Tunas Permata. The three researchers are academicians at the Faculty of 
Education majoring in Educational Psychology, Computer Education and Technology Education. Two of them had 
attended courses on project-based approach at Reggio Emilia, Italy in November 2008. All the teachers are females 
aged between 35 and 48 years and have more than five years working experience in preschool education. None of 
them was ever involved with the use of project based approach. 
2.2. Collaborative Action Research 
Two cycles of action research were conducted involving five phases in each cycle namely: 1) the initial reflection 
phase, 2) the planning phase, 3) the action/implementation phase, 4) the observation and analysis phase, and 5) the 
reflection and assessment phase. These five phases are carried out and used as a tool to help the teachers improve 
the implementation of project based method and to produce the expected changes. The phases were repeated for the 
second cycle in which in step 10, the report was prepared and disseminated for the sharing purposes.  
i) The Initial Reflection Phase: The main objective of this phase is to identify issues, problems and research 
situations and to define what changes need to be done to improve the practice. In this context, the researchers 
gathered the views of teachers to identify the experiences they went through during the six months of experience in 
implementing the project-based approach. The discussion includes: a) the strength and weaknesses of the 
implementations, b) the problems and obstacles faced, and c) suggestions to improve the implementation of the 
method.  
ii)The Planning Phase: The research team collaborated with the teachers to address problems identified in the first 
phase. Meetings were conducted to discuss measures to be taken. The brainstorming sessions were held to help the 
teachers identify projects to be implemented. The researchers and the teachers also discuss ways to identify projects 
to be implemented with the childrens. The focus of the discussion is on techniques to encourage the children to be 
involved in determining the projects.  The process of documentation during the activities were introduced to help the 
teachers identify the types of documentation and how it can be used in the teaching and learning process. This phase 
also includes a discussion on types of data to be collected and data collection tools in the implementation phase. 
iii) The Implementation Phase:The teachers implement the action plans and the documentation process as well as 
collecting relevant data including their own notes about the effectiveness of actions, the reactions of children and 
also the children’s work.  
iv) The Observation and Analysis Phase: Researchers and teachers collaborate to analyze the data in gathered from 
the implementation phase.  
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v) The Reflection and Assessment Phase: Researchers and teachers collaborate to reflect and review the actions 
taken and the results of observations conducted. The result of this reflection was used as a basis for planning further 
actions for the following cycle. 
For each phase, researchers and the teachers conducted reflections on the implementation of process as well as 
the outcome of the action.  Reflections on methods and processes include discussion and analysis on the interview 
data with the teachers on their reaction to the implementation of the project.  
3. Outcome of the Collaborative Action Research Project 
The results of collaborative action research are discussed in terms of the process and the outcome of the research 
project. The main focus is whether the collaborative action research conducted helps the teachers implement the 
project based teaching method.  
Data collected during the phase of reflection in cycle one of the research found that in general, the participants 
did not reject the method and reported positive views on the advantages of the approach. Overall, the teachers 
agreed that the project-based approach has an advantages, including a positive impact on the children’s learning 
process. However, the study also found that the teachers raised doubts in  carrying out the proposed approach and 
needed help to plan the implementation of the method. The teachers have a limited idea about projects that can be 
carried out with the children. Discussions and brainstorming sessions were conducted to help the teachers : 1) to get 
new ideas of projects that can be carried out with children and 2) how to conduct discussion with children to identify 
projects that can attract the children’s interest 
The teachers’ reflection at the end of the first cycle showed an increase to the teachers’ perception. They are 
more positive and acknowledge the positive impact of approach to the child's development and the process of 
teaching and learning environment. In general, the teachers reported that children are more motivated to engage in 
learning activities. One of the weaknesses identified by the researchers is in terms of the use of documentation in the 
teaching and learning process. The study found that the teachers ended the learning activities with the exhibition of 
the outcome or products from the projects. Thus, a discussion was conducted with the teachers for intervention in 
the second cycle on how to use the outcome from the documentation process in the teaching and learning process. 
The  aim  is  to  generate  an  insight  to  the  teachers  on  how  to  generate  questions  using  the  documentation  such  as  
pictures of the activities or the product produced during the project as  a tool to help children talk and discuss their 
experiences using multiple ways such as through writing, drawing or verbal explanation. It is believed that through 
these discussions, the teachers will be able to capture the philosophy behind the approach which focuses on the use 
of  projects  as  a  tools  for  the  teaching  and  learning  process  and  to  identify  the  main  task  of  the  teacher  are  as  a  
facilitator who listen, research and learning together with the children (Rinaldi, 2006). 
At the end of the second cycle, the study found that the teachers’ confidence in handling the approach of the 
project has increased and has strengthen their beliefs about the advantages of project-based approach to children, 
teachers and parents. As predicted, the teachers reported a more positive response to project-based approach. They 
reported that children are more interested in the subject and getting a positive response from the child's parents 
about their children's development. They also reported that the teaching sessions are more meaningful as the 
childrens are actively involved in the projects and have the opportunity to see a concrete result from the experiences. 
Overall, the teachers acknowledge that the project-based method is a good approach to attract and retain the 
interest of the child in the teaching and learning process. However, the study found that the teachers are still having 
problems in the aspect of group management. Thus, further intervention is to focus on this aspect. The initial step for 
the proposed intervention is to encourage the teachers to reflect on the major problems that have risen in group 
management. Consequently, they use the analysis for planning further intervention in the following cycle for 
continous improvement. 
In terms of the process, the study found that the teachers could see the phases of action research and is expected 
to continue for the next cycle. The discussions and brainstorming process between the researchers and the teachers  
can be a model for them to plan and improve their teaching practices in the future. One important implication of the 
action research process was the awareness on various issues or problems that arose in everyday teaching. It is hoped 
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that the participants realized that the issue or question can be the basis for further improvement. Clearly, as noted by 
Simm & Ingram (2008), the action research process is an ongoing process and the questions or issues will emerge in 
each cycle. Encouraging the research participants to investigate, explore and take action on new issues that emerge 
will enable them to engage in the process of their continuous professional development. These processes will 
eventually enhance their efficiency and improve their practices. 
4. Conclusion 
Collaborative action research approach provides an opportunity for collaboration between the researchers and the 
teachers to help the teachers improve their practice. The researchers found that collaborative action research is a 
suitable method in the setting of the study  in which practioners had limited knowledge and skills related to the new 
approach and methods to be implemented. This is because the collaborative action research method involves an 
ongoing process in actual practice situation as compared to a one-off training approach. Discussions with research 
partners help to facilitate the learning process in all phases in of the cycles in the action research project. In addition, 
the research design provides advantages in terms of developing a sense of belonging and ownership to the teachers 
as  compared to  just  receiving  instructions  from the  experts  or  the  authority.  Overall,  it  can  be  concluded that  the  
implementation of collaborative action research approach was found to help teachers to take action to improve their 
practice in the implementation of the new approach. Indirectly, the teachers are also trained to be thinkers during the 
process of reflection. At the end of the study, the teachers also become clearer and more comfortable with the 
approach implemented, have a better level of confidence in the conducting the approach and recognize the benefits 
of this approach to the children. In conclusion, it can be concluded that the collaborative action research used in this 
research project is suitable as a training model for professional development, especially among practitioners who 
have limited knowledge and skills.  
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